Purpose -the paper examines the role played by culture, geography and infrastructure on European airline's decision to launch market-specific websites.
Introduction
A key dilemma in international marketing is the tension between standardization and adaptation of marketing strategy and mix (Ryans et al. 2003 , Szymanski et al. 1993 , Theodosiou and Leonidou 2003 , Vrontis 2003 , Vrontis and Thrassou 2007 . Proponents of standardization herald cost reduction efficiencies riding the waves of globalisation and market convergence trends, while supporters of adaptation point to a complex reality of lasting variations across country markets requiring the firm's attention and commitments for longterm profitability.
This dilemma is also becoming increasingly relevant in the context of Internet-based international commercial activities, where the use of a globally uniform Internet technology is constrained by the local embeddedness of commerce, as is recognized in a limited but growing body of literature (Grant and Bakhru 2004 , Elbeltagi 2007 , Okazaki 2004 , Tixier 2005 , Guillén 2002 , Singh and Boughton 2005 , Fujimoto et al. 2007 ). This dilemma is often associated with the challenge of 'Website Localization', which is becoming even more important when one considers that websites have been suggested to have the potential of both supplementing and replacing physical presence in foreign markets (Shneor and Flåten 2008 , Vila and Küster 2004 , Forsgren and Hagström 2001 , Petersen et al. 2002 , and that website design which is congruent with national culture will foster consumer online purchasing (Gong 2009 ).
Current research into website localization focuses on identifying localization elements and their impact on user perceptions of websites (Cyr and Trevor-Smith 2004 , Singh et al. 2006 , Tixier 2005 , Chakraborty et al. 2005 , identification of cultural depictions in country specific websites (Singh and Baack 2004 , Singh and Boughton 2005 , Singh et al. 2005a , Okazaki 2004 , Sinkovics et al. 2007 , and website localization measurement (Singh and Boughton 2005, Singh et al. 2009 ).
Conceptually, website localization was defined as the process of customizing a website for a specific cultural group so that it seems natural or "local" to members of that particular culture (Singh et al. 2009 ); hence, being consistent with notions of adaptation as prevalent in international marketing literatures.
The current paper seeks to contribute to this body of knowledge by switching the research
focus. Instead of examining what constitutes website localization and what kind of impacts it
has on consumer behaviour, the focus here is on assessing the roles played by various factors in firms' website localization decisions. More specifically, the study will focus on examining the impact of socio-cultural factors on website localization, based on the logic that localization is in essence, adaptation to local environments. Viewing culture as an important milestone in the international business environment, this study will focus the analysis on cultural dimensions and distance perceptions, supplemented by a number of additional environmental conditions. Such effort will be based on a suggested operationalisation of Javalgi and Ramsey's (2001) framework of four infrastructures that are expected to influence e-commerce growth in foreign markets, including: technological, commercial, socio-cultural, and governmental-legal infrastructures. In addition, cultural distance, physical distance and demand conditions will also be evaluated. Hence, the four infrastructures plus demand reflect conditions in the potential target markets, while cultural and physical distance reflect relative positions of target markets in relation to the home market.
The impact of these factors will be examined with respect to the choice between launching and not launching a market-specific website for different country markets.
Finally, since website localization strategies were found to be more relevant for B2C
(Business-to-Customer) business models , Singh et al. 2005a , involving transactions which occur between individual customers and a business which uses the Internet for trade (Ince 2003) ; and since service industries have witnessed an increase in international trade due to the diffusion of e-commerce (Javalgi et al. 2004) , this study focuses the analysis on B2C e-services in general, and soft e-services in particular. E-Services were classified as either 'hard' or 'soft', where hard e-services deal with getting goods or services to customers, and 'soft' e-services are concerned with issues of website design, data information readiness, and transactions (Douglas et al. 2003) . One of the international service industries to be significantly impacted by Internet diffusion and e-commerce growth is the airline industry (Buhalis 2004 , Driver 1999 . And, therefore, the current study will focus on airline e-service websites' localization.
First, a brief review of website localization motivations and limitations will be presented, followed by a suggested list of factors, which are expected to play a role in Internet-based cross-border activities, with a special focus on socio-cultural factors. Based on which, ten hypotheses are suggested, linking the conditions in target markets and their expected effect on website localization decisions. A regression analysis follows, using data collected from European airlines' websites and secondary sources of macro level indicators. Finally, results are discussed while highlighting key findings, acknowledging limitations, and suggesting further research venues.
Website localization motivations and limitations
Localization, or national differentiation strategies, may be applied to online activities in various forms, the most common of which involve cultural and language adaptations of websites. Earlier studies found that the web is not a culturally neutral medium (Singh et al. 2003) and that culture impacts format, layout, and design of e-commerce websites (Lo and Gong 2005 , Cyr and Trevor-Smith 2004 , Cyr et al. 2005 , Simon 2001 , as well as content depictions (Singh et al. 2005a , Okazaki 2004 , Singh et al. 2005b , Singh et al. 2003 , Singh and Baack 2004 , Singer et al. 2008 ).
According to Luna et al. (2002) culturally adapted websites reduce the cognitive efforts required from the visitors to process information on the website, which in turn leads to easier navigation and the development of favourable attitudes towards the website. In this context, various studies indeed show that the extent to which websites are localized positively impacts customer preferences , purchase intentions (Singh et al. 2006) , and has the potential to increase online sales (Tixier 2005) ; all indicating that an understanding of the phenomenon and its characteristics is of great value for firms active internationally, and may be a source of competitive global advantage (Lynch and Beck 2001) .
While, in principle, these findings encourage firms to engage in website localization efforts, the extent to which websites are actually localized varies. In fact, Tixier (2005) showed that firms often opt for a 'glocalisation' strategy, rather than pure localization, where global branding is united with adaptability to specificities of national expectations without going through complete localization. Such notions are further supported in other studies showing that although host country adaptations are evident in MNCs' websites; these do not constitute complete transformations to local cultural needs (Singh and Baack 2004 , Singh and Boughton 2005 , Singh et al. 2005a , Sinkovics et al. 2007 ).
Suggested factors and their impact
Various authors (Grant and Bakhru 2004 , Guillén 2002 , Quelch and Klein 1996 , Chen 2007 , Samiee 1998 claim that although Internet is both a product and a vehicle of globalization, it doesn't eliminate the impact of location-specific factors, pressures and structural constraints.
However, earlier studies examining the role of environmental factors in Internet-based commercial activities haven't looked into website localization as such, and focused on variations of Internet usage levels and online consumer behaviour patterns.
In a study explaining Internet shopping patterns across countries Lim et al. (2004) showed that cultural variables, such as the interaction effect between individualism-collectivism and the uncertainty avoidance dimensions, accounted for 14 percent of the explained variance in their sample. Furthermore, the combined explained variance of market conditions reached 63 percent, including elements such as -national income level, economic growth rate, educational level, unemployment rates, and crime rates. These findings are consistent with a growing literature indicating that cultural dimensions are a sub-set of environmental conditions one must account for when designing online international activities (Rothaermel et al. 2006 , Kshetri and Dholakia 2002 , Lim et al. 2004 ).
In a different cross-country study examining e-commerce activities, Oxley & Yeung's (2001) found that although physical infrastructure explains a large portion of the variation in Internet use, a supportive institutional environment is critical for developing actual e-commerce activities. And therefore, institutional environments must facilitate transactional integrity, especially in ensuring the 'rule of law', and in the availability of credible payment channels.
In the same spirit, Guillen & Suarez (2005) have also undertaken a comprehensive crosscountry analysis of Internet use, and found that Internet growth is driven not only by socioeconomic status, cost or accessibility but also by regulatory, political and sociological variables; where governments can implement policies that enhance Internet use.
A useful framework defining the various infrastructural conditions assumed to impact ecommerce growth in foreign markets was suggested by Javalgi and colleagues Ramsey 2001, Javalgi et al. 2004 ). This framework includes four types of infrastructures, including -information technology (IT) and telecom, socio-cultural, commercial, and government and legal infrastructures. This study adopts this framework for examining the impacts each of these factors may have on website localization decisions, while expanding it to also include industry-specific demand in target markets, and the relative position of target markets in terms of cultural and geographic distance between home and target countries.
IT and telecommunication infrastructure (ITTI)
ITTI is reflected by the penetration of and access to computers, Internet, communications, and information exchange infrastructures. According to Colby and Parasuraman (2003) the diffusion of e-services is influenced by the technological readiness of their intended users, as they rely on technology and devoid of the human element in traditional service. Therefore, it's here assumed that an advanced IT infrastructure enhances the e-readiness of its users, making them more susceptible to e-commerce activities in general, and e-services in particular.
Indeed, a number of studies have shown that technological maturity of target markets was a key criterion for firms' online market selection (Tiessen et al. 2001 , Borsheim and Solberg 2004 , Forsgren and Hagström 2001 .
Higher levels of e-readiness also imply more knowledgeable and demanding customers of the services offered online (Tiessen et al. 2001) , and in such markets firms may be expected to launch a local site. This logic fits well with notions of Internet-driven customer empowerment, where firms need to make greater efforts to understand and meet customer needs (Kucuk 2008 , Rezabakhsh et al. 2006 . Therefore, the following proposition is suggested:
H1:
The higher the level of IT infrastructure in a target country the higher the likelihood that a market-specific website will be launched.
Socio-cultural infrastructure (SCI)
SCI includes organizations, institutions, social systems and associated relationships, and the processes by which resources are distributed between them. Elements such as language, education level, belief and value systems, traditions and habits, are all assumed to influence technological innovations' adoption and creation (Javalgi and Ramsey 2001) . More specifically, culture has long been recognized as a key factor underlying systematic differences in behaviours (Steenkamp 2001) , and as explaining differences in adopting products and services (Javalgi et al. 2004) . And in order for a website to be an effective vehicle for communication across cultures, cultural sensitivity must be taken into account in its content design and structure (Fletcher 2006) .
Perceptions of cultural distance have been repeatedly acknowledged in classical internationalization literature to impact market selection, entry patterns and strategies Vahlne 1977, Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul 1975) . According to such approach, the less culturally distant a target market is the lower are the levels of resource commitments and knowledge necessary for successfully serving that market. And, furthermore, cultural proximity facilitates trust, which smoothens negotiations between partners to an international transaction (Debabi 2010) . Therefore, firms may opt for common standardized sites rather than market-specific sites in those markets they perceive as less distant, where service is more cost effective and knowledge is perceived to be more easily attained. Furthermore, firms may be influenced by what Yamin & Sinkovics (2006) defined as the Virtuality Trap, where Internet enhances perceptions of cultural similarities and blurs cultural differences. Accordingly, the following proposition is made:
H2:
The higher the cultural distance between home and target country the higher the likelihood that a market-specific website will be launched.
Moreover, once operating in a certain foreign market, firms may develop sufficient familiarity with the local culture to be able to adapt its marketing practices and communications to local needs. Here, website-based activities are of no exception, as was shown in studies indicating that website design is rich with cultural depictions, differing significantly between countries within and across organizations (Okazaki 2004 , Sinkovics et al. 2007 , Singh et al. 2005a , Singh et al. 2005b , Singh et al. 2003 ; as well as that certain cultural dimensions impact the very diffusion of business-to-consumer e-commerce (Gong 2009 ).
While it is agreed that no limited set of dimensions can exhaustively describe the culture of societies in their full richness and complexity (Steenkamp 2001) , for both parsimony and remaining within disciplinary convention, this study will use Hofstede's cultural dimensions.
By using Hofstede's (2001) four original cultural dimensions -individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, and power distance, one may derive a number of hypotheses about website adaptations aimed towards higher levels of congruence with local cultural preferences. Indeed, earlier research showed that Hofstede's cultural dimensions impacted online market entry decisions of Internet firms (Rothaermel et al. 2006) , which manifested themselves in the launch of local sites. First, individualism reflects the level to which members of a society are primarily concerned about themselves and their immediate family rather than with society at large. In highly individualistic societies one expects more self-centred approaches, where end customers value being treated as a unique target audience separate from other groups; hence, also exhibiting higher demand for localized formats of service. In this context, individualism levels in target markets were found to impact market entry actions of US Internet firms in the form of local sites' launch (Rothaermel et al. 2006) . On the other hand, more collectivistic societies may be contempt with standardized service formats serving large groups of people. Such cultures may be less demanding in terms of having market-specific sites dedicated to their own group.
Alternatively, lack of motivation for localization investments in collectivistic cultures may be justified by findings in earlier studies, which suggested that limited uptake of e-business in Arab and Asian cultural contexts may be explained, among other things, by the preference of these collectivistic societies for face-to-face personal communication versus impersonal online communications (Fujimoto et al. 2007 , Hwang et al. 2006 , Elbeltagi 2007 , Yasin and Yavas 2007 . Thus, the following proposition is suggested:
H3:
The higher the level of individualism in a target country the higher the likelihood that a market-specific website will be launched.
Second, masculinity reflects the extent to which a society values dominance, performance and successes, while femininity is associated with societies valuing harmonization, consideration towards others, and quality of life. In this context, earlier research showed that masculinity levels in target markets impacted market entry of US Internet firms in the form of local site launch (Rothaermel et al. 2006) . Here, masculine societies may view localized service as recognition of their own importance, dominance and power, while feminine societies may accept more standardized formats of service as reflecting harmonious and inclusive processes. preferred by low performance orientation societies. Finally, and specific to the airline context, since customers from masculine cultures were found to be more likely to buy business class tickets than those from feminine cultures (Hofstede 2001) , one can argue that airlines are more likely to invest in localization in markets where a larger share of customers buy premium price tickets. Therefore, the following proposition is suggested:
H4:
The higher the level of masculinity in a target country the higher the likelihood that a market-specific website will be launched.
Third, uncertainty avoidance captures the extent to which societies are comfortable with uncertain and difficult-to-interpret situations. According to de Mooij (2000) , the property of Internet as an unstructured means of communication may be more difficult to accept in high uncertainty avoidance cultures. Accordingly, uncertainty avoidance levels in target markets negatively affected market entry decisions of US Internet firms and hence the launch of local sites (Rothaermel et al. 2006) . Here, cultures characterized by high levels of uncertainty avoidance may be less keen on the impersonal format of Internet service, and may be inherently sceptical towards relatively new modes of transaction, in effect discouraging firms from investing in localized versions of their sites for these target markets. On the other hand, since societies more tolerant of uncertainty are also viewed as those more open to innovations (House et al. 2004 , Hofstede 2001 , and assuming that e-commerce remains a relatively new transaction format in most countries, an openness to engage in e-commerce may be more widespread in low uncertainty avoidance cultures, encouraging firms to localize their sites in such environments. Accordingly, the following proposition is suggested:
H5:
The higher the level of uncertainty avoidance in a target country the lower the likelihood that a market-specific website will be launched.
Finally, power distance concerns the level to which unequal power distribution is accepted by the members of a society. Earlier research has shown that assertiveness and power distance play a critical role in decisions related to investments in foreign market service, such as when deploying expatriates (Brock et al. 2008 ). In our context, power distance levels in target markets were found to positively affect market entry decisions of US Internet firms in the form of investments in local sites' launch (Rothaermel et al. 2006 ). According to de Mooij (2000) , the equality values implicit in Internet does not fit with business practices of high power distance cultures. This suggests that cultures with low tolerance towards social inequality may embrace Internet-based formats of service especially for their class elimination properties, and may feel comfortable with standardized rather than especially dedicated service formats. On the other hand, cultures where inequality is the accepted norm may exhibit aversion of common Internet-based service formats, and may demand to reduce any standardization aspect of such services, and hence prefer localized sites. Therefore, the following proposition is suggested: H6: The higher the levels of power distance in a target country the higher the likelihood that a market-specific website will be launched.
Commercial infrastructure (CI)
CI includes the availability, convenience, and quality of services provided by financial institutions, IT organizations and professionals, and market research organizations. Moreover, the growth of e-commerce is dependent on the emergence of a new Internet-related industry, not only enabling the technology but also ensuring security, reliability and affordability of Internet-based services (Javalgi and Ramsey 2001 ). An innovation and business friendly environment is closely associated with liberal and free economy, flexible finance, investment, trade, and labour regimes, as well as high levels of property rights protection. A free economy may be more conducive to Internet dissemination and more supportive to e-commerce growth domestically and internationally (Oxley and Yeung 2001 , Guillén and Suárez 2005 , Kshetri and Dholakia 2002 . Therefore, the following proposition is suggested:
H7:
The more economically free the environment in a target country the higher the likelihood that a market-specific website will be launched.
Government and legal infrastructures (GLI)
GLI is related to balancing the safeguard of consumer rights, industry promotion, and national interest protection. These may include issues such as taxation and electronic payment regulations, as well as concerns of security, privacy, liability, preventing cross-border fraudulent activity, copyright protection, database protection, adherence to local advertising regulations, etc (Javalgi and Ramsey 2001) . The quality of the national legal framework may be captured through the extent to which the rule of law prevails and is enforced in a particular market. The rule of law has been acknowledged earlier as critical towards ensuring transactional integrity, which promotes e-commerce development (Oxley and Yeung 2001) .
Markets where the rule of law prevails may exhibit greater pressures towards localization of service formats, both since operating within them requires strict adherence to local regulations, and since firms feel more protected against transaction failures and law violations by customers and competitors. Therefore, the following proposition is suggested:
H8:
The higher the levels of the rule of law in a target country the higher the likelihood that a market-specific website will be launched.
Demand conditions (DC)
DC refers to market size and demand volumes' estimations for a firm's offering. Building on transaction cost economics logic, it is here assumed that larger markets offer more opportunities and therefore more incentives for firms to invest (Rothaermel et al. 2006 ). In such markets costs associated with localization efforts will be outweighed by the potential benefits. Accordingly, a number of studies examining Internet-related firms showed that market potential in terms of size and volume estimations has influenced online market entry activities (Borsheim and Solberg 2004 , Rothaermel et al. 2006 , Forsgren and Hagström 2001 , including the launch of local sites. Furthermore, a study by Tiessen et al. (2001) suggested that firms tend to adapt their sites to foreign markets where they conduct significant levels of business, identifying a propensity to invest in website localization for markets based on demand. Therefore, the following proposition is suggested:
H9:
The higher the demand levels in a target country the higher the likelihood that a market-specific website will be launched.
Physical distance (PD)
Earlier research, in the offline internationalization context, has shown that geographical distance is associated with internationalization behaviour patterns, where the more distant a country is the lower it's in foreign market entry priorities (Clark and Pugh 2001) , and that it has a distinct impact on foreign market entry decisions separate from that of psychic distance (Dow 2000) . However, when considering online services, Internet is often believed to neutralize physical location constraints, while allowing continuous access to customers across geographies and time zones (Lituchy and Rail 2000, Afuah and Tucci 2003) . Therefore, one may expect that unlike offline efforts, physical distance as such should have no impact on decisions related to website localization. Accordingly, the following proposition is suggested: H10: Physical distance between home and target country will have no influence on the likelihood of market-specific website launch.
Methodology

Context
Since Internet's impact is especially pronounced within the context of the travel industry in general (Buhalis 1998 , Law et al. 2009 , Law et al. 2010 , Rayman-Bacchus and Molina 2001 and the airline industry in particular (Buhalis 2004 , Driver 1999 , and since airlines have been found to use Internet for establishing their brand names and enlarging their market segments (Law and Leung 2000) , it was assumed that such context would be most beneficial for the purpose of the current analysis. Moreover, since website localization strategies were found to be more relevant for B2C business models (Singh et al. 2005a , and since service industries have witnessed an increase in international trade due to the diffusion of ecommerce (Javalgi et al. 2004) , the author has chosen to focus the analysis within the context of the commercial airline industry.
Unit of analysis
The unit of analysis used in this study is the Export Dyad. Export Dyad is defined as a combination of different home and target countries. These country combinations reflect an airline's home country of operations on the one hand, and a relevant foreign market in which that airline is operating, on the other. A 'relevant' foreign market is where an airline is either operating through a physical ticketing office, a country-specific website, or a combination of both physical office and country-specific website. Indirect forms of market service were not considered, as their localization is often outside the scope of the particular airline's efforts.
Sample
The dataset of export dyads, as created by the author, is based on a systematic content analysis of 9 European airlines' websites, which took place during August 2009. The chosen airlines represent firms of different size, regions within Europe, as well as memberships in the industries' various leading alliances (see Table 1 ). The common thread uniting all these airlines (beyond their European origin) is the use of a common strategy for serving international markets online, operating differentiated country-specific websites for most of the foreign markets in which they operate. The airlines included represent 15.8% of all IATA (International Air Transport Association) registered European commercial passenger airlines in 2009, and 39.13% of those airlines using the same glocal e-strategy (country-specific websites rather than a global website or a language only differentiated website).
In total, the dataset comprised 540 export dyads. 100 of which were excluded from analysis due to missing data on some of the variables. Therefore, 440 dyads were analyzed, 317 of which represent dyads served through a market-specific website, and 120 dyads served only through a physical presence in the market, and without a country website. The remaining 3 dyads are special cases where specific countries were served through a regional website with no local presence or country-dedicated site. In 311 of the 317 dyads country websites were used parallel to a physical presence in the markets, and only in 6 observations did airlines serve a foreign market through a country website without having a physical presence there. 
Data collection procedures
Content analysis is a tool widely used in studies examining web communications and website design elements (Singh et al. 2009 ). All country-specific websites in the sample were content analyzed during August 2009 by two researchers simultaneously. Where differences emerged the two researchers discussed the gaps until an agreement was reached on each case.
However, since all ratings were based on an objective observation -whether a feature was available on the site or not, very few cases were actually debated.
Dependent variable
For the first analysis, concerning the decision whether to launch a country-specific website or not, a dummy variable was created (LOS), where the value 'one' signified launching a market-specific website for a particular foreign market, and zero signified serving such a market only via a local physical ticketing office or an official representative agent.
Independent variables
The hypotheses presented above addressed ten factors that are expected to influence a firm's decision to launch local sites for particular target markets.
IT Infrastructure
Technological infrastructure levels were captured through the Ln value of International The variable is used here as a proxy for differences in quality of e-commerce supportive Internet infrastructure across countries.
Socio-Cultural Infrastructure
Socio-cultural infrastructure levels are captured through five different variables representingcultural distance between countries, and four cultural dimensions within countries. Additional and later studies have suggested alternative conceptualizations of cultural dimensions, most famous of which is the GLOBE study (House et al. 2004 Cultural distance (TCD) was calculated using Kogut & Singh's (1988) 
Physical Distance
Physical distance (PHD) is captured as the distance between two capital cities, measured as the Ln (number of kilometers), as used in earlier studies (Dow 2000) .
Control variables
Earlier research showed that higher website traffic volumes influences firms' tendency to launch market-specific websites (Kotha et al. 2001) . Therefore, website traffic ( The second control variable is competition intensity (COMP). Tixier's (2005) study suggested that the intensity of industry competition and the possibility of competitor's entry may affect website localization strategy, implying that greater competition may be associated greater localization. Therefore, for this purpose, competition intensity was captured as the percentage of airlines serving a certain target country market out of total number of airlines used in this study (i.e. Albania served by two out of nine airlines, and therefore dyads including Albania receive the COMP value of 22%). Although competition may not be on specific direct routes, it still exists when considering indirect flight using alliance and code-share arrangements.
Methods
A logistic regression is used for assessing the impact of the various factors suggested above on the choice to launch a country-specific website (Model 1): Checking for the potential threats of multicollinearity a variance inflation factors (VIF)
analyses were conducted (see Table 3 ), none of which exceeds 10, the value representing excessive multincollinearity (Field 2005 , Hair et al. 2009 ). The maximum VIF value obtained was 4.763, suggesting that multicollinearity was not an issue. Moreover, the correlation table (see Table 2 ) shows that none of the correlation coefficients are above 0.9, thereby indicating that there is no problem of excessive multicollinearity (Field 2005) . Table 3 shows the results of a logistic regression analysis. The test result is significant (chisquare = 152.775, df =12, p < 0.001) thereby indicating adequate fit of the data to the model. The Negelkerke R 2 provides an analogy to R 2 in ordinary least square multiple regression;
Findings
indicating that 42.3% of the variance is explained by the independent variables.
The Hosmer and Lemeshow Goodness-of-fit Test provides an overall test of the fit of the data to the model. It's considered more robust than general chi-square test. If it's greater than 0.05, we accept the null hypothesis that there is no difference between the data and the model. The value of 0.918, obtained in the analysis, represents a good fit in this respect.
The results indicate that both control variables have a significant impact on market-specific website launch decisions. First, the higher the volumes of visitors' traffic, originating from a particular target market, the more likely firms are to launch a market-specific website for that same market. However, while competition intensity is indeed significantly impacting the likelihood of local site launch, the direction of the impact remains a surprise. Findings here show that the more intense the competition in a certain foreign market the less likely a local site to be launched. This might be explained by a shift in focus in high competition environments from service quality to price attractiveness, where content localization loses its importance, and economic efficiencies via standardization become the main concern.
In terms of cultural distance's impact, hypothesis 2 has been confirmed. The analysis shows that the greater the cultural distance between home and target market, the more likely firms are to launch market-specific sites. Surprisingly, the remaining cultural dimensions seem to have no impact on the likelihood of launching local sites; hence rejecting hypotheses 3-6. Furthermore, and counter to expectations, the IT infrastructure, business freedom levels, and legal infrastructure also played no role in the decision to launch local sites; hence, rejecting hypotheses 1, 7, and 8. One may explain the absence of such relationships in a hidden managerial assumption that Internet is a technology which is here to stay, and will reach all markets sooner or later, regardless of their current level IT, commercial, or legal infrastructures. And, therefore, systems supporting multiple market service may be easily duplicated on a basic level to less promising markets, which in the long term are expected to be fully linked to the Internet and engaged in e-commerce. Furthermore, under such assumptions investments today may allow firms to harness a first-to-market advantage once these markets reach higher commercial and technological developmental levels.
In terms of demand conditions' impact, hypothesis 9 has been rejected. While passenger per capita figures are indeed significantly impacting the likelihood of local site launch, the direction of the impact was unexpected. Findings here show that the higher the demands in a certain foreign market the less likely a local site is to be launched. This might be explained by a more cosmopolitan orientation of frequent travellers from high demand countries.
Finally, and equally surprising, is the rejection of hypothesis 10, indicating that physical distance between home and target markets significantly impacts the launch of local sites, and the more distant a market is the lower the likelihood of a local site to be launched. One explanation may be found in the regional nature of airlines, which are operating more regional routes than long distance ones; hence, prioritizing immediate markets with more frequent flights. Furthermore, since all observations are taken from airlines with European hubs, creates a dualism between geography and commercial infrastructure, where closer markets are also relatively developed economies and distant ones are more frequently representing developing or emerging economies.
Discussion
Surprisingly enough, only five variables were found to impact the decision to launch a local site. First among these is the volume of website traffic originating from a particular foreign market. A finding supporting an earlier finding by Kotha et al. (2001) , being the basis for using this variable as a control variable.
The second variable to impact the decision is the physical distance between the home and target market. While a role for physical distance in internationalization decisions was identified with respect to offline activities (Dow 2000, Clark and Pugh 2001) , finding a significant impact in website localization decisions remains surprising and somewhat counter intuitive. Here findings suggest that the more distant a target market is the less likely a local site to be launched for serving it. Explanations for this may be found in apparent overlaps between physical distance and economic development levels, as well as in the regional nature of airline service, and hence the prioritization of immediate and frequently connected locations over more distant ones.
The third influential variable is the demand condition in the target market. While this variable has a significant impact it does so in an opposite direction to that suggested earlier -showing a negative impact on local site launch. This may be explained by the cosmopolitan nature of frequent air travellers, who may be less concerned with content localization, and more inspired by global themes and approaches.
The fourth variable making an impact is competition intensity. Here, again, findings contradict Tixier's (2005) findings, showing that competition leads to lower levels of localization rather than to higher levels. Explanations here may revolve around a shift from service quality to price attractiveness in highly competitive environments, which underline operational cost reductions via standardization of service.
The last influential variable is cultural distance. Here, the higher the levels of cultural distance the more likely a local site to be launched. This finding also contradicts findings in an earlier study by Rothaermel et al. (2006) , where cultural distance had a significant impact but, again, in an opposite direction. An explanation for this gap may be found in the strategic context in which website localization was viewed in the two studies. The earlier study viewed local site launch as market entry of Internet firms, while in the current study a local site does not constitute a mode for market entry but rather an extension of service channels in markets already entered offline.
The remaining variables were found to have no impact on the decision to launch local sites.
Explanations for these somewhat surprising findings are therefore suggested. suggesting that Internet is a technology which is here to stay, and localized sites are either a must in developed countries or a way to guarantee a first-to-market position in developing countries, both of which constituting worthy motivations for investment, regardless of current levels of IT or commercial development in target markets. And, with respect to the lack of influence of legal environment conditions, one may claim that the localization measurement used in this study didn't allow much room for legal issues to make an impact, and could have been revealed with a deeper analysis of website content elements such as legal disclaimers.
A further examination of particular cultural dimensions revealed that none of them carried influence on the likelihood of local site launch. These findings again contradict earlier findings by Rothaermel et al. (2006) , who showed an impact of all four cultural dimensions on local site launch by US-based Internet companies, as part of their international expansion and market entry. Again, one may claim that cultural dimensions may play a role in market entry decisions, but not in online extensions of service for markets already entered offline.
Alternative explanations may be found in that power distance, masculinity and individualism do not exhibit influence on localization decisions since localization is an effort directed at an aggregated social group level rather than individuals. And, hence, such cultural dimensions may play a greater role in personalization of online content and service, which better reflect recognition of power, self-interest, and self-image than in localization efforts.
Furthermore, the lack of impact of uncertainty avoidance may suggest that concerns with website reliability are of global scope, and are better addressed via other means than localization, such as secure payment and customer management systems, as well as trusted site seals and certifications. Alternatively, one may find support for current findings in an earlier study by Lynch and Beck (2001) , who observed no regional differences in consumers' tendencies to take risks among online buyers in 20 countries. 
Conclusion
The current study shifts focus from what constitutes website localization to what impacts website localization decisions. To the best knowledge of the author, the current study is the first to specifically examine the role of culture, geography, and infrastructure in website localization decisions of international firms in general, and in airlines in particular. The airline industry was assumed to be of particular relevance since it has been dramatically impacted by the diffusion of Internet and e-commerce, it serves multiple international markets simultaneously, and it offers B2C e-services, which are especially sensitive to local responsiveness needs.
The analysis shows that cultural distance between home and target markets, rather than specific cultural dimensions' manifestations in the target markets, is an important and influential element in airlines' website localization decisions, as part of their international business activities. Moreover, physical distance, website traffic volumes, demand conditions, and competition intensity were also found to influence the decision to launch local sites.
Here, of particular interest is the suggestion that physical distance plays a role in decisions relating to commercial activities in a seemingly geographically neutral space, as well as the systematic contradiction of earlier studies conducted in different industry contexts. Overall, factors found to have no impact on local site launch include Hofstede's four original cultural dimensions, as well as the IT, commercial and legal infrastructures in target markets.
Limitations and suggestions for further research
Although presenting interesting and surprising findings, as well as being one of the first to address the impact of culture, geography, and infrastructure on website localization decisions, this study's shortcomings must be acknowledged. Finally, this study shows that although cultural distance, geographical distance, demand levels, competitive conditions, and website traffic volumes all play an important role, accounting for 30%-40% of the variance, they do not represent the full picture, and future
